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At a dinner party when I was thirteen, my father and I found ourselves in 

conversation with the world-traveling son of close family friends, Michael, who had 

spent the last two years in Italy.  My dad asked him how he had passed his time abroad. 

Michael told us of long walks along the river, of evenings at the opera, and of reading 

literature in small, poignant cafes. 

And then, my father, in his characteristic I'm-making-a-joke-that-only-I-will-

understand voice, asked Michael: “And did you eat a lot of ice cream?” 

I squeezed my Papa's hand in embarrassment.

Michael, unsure of what to say, paused before saying, “Well, yes, I suppose I had 

some gelato here and there.” 

As soon as I could, I steered my Papa away from this conversation, scolding him 

for springing this question on our unsuspecting friend. What Michael didn't know, and 

couldn't have known, was that ice cream was a loaded metaphor in our home, 

representing the things in life that were tasty, yet frivolous. My brother and I had always 

been directed to focus our pursuits, academic and professional, on the areas that were 

hearty and substantial—math, science, medicine—the bread of life. Ice cream, on the 

other hand, embodied the extras, the little bonus at the end of the meal. History and 

literature and poetry were valuable, yes, but like the ice cream they represented, 

consuming them as your central meal would lead only to a stomachache. 

And so, in my dad's view, Michael, with his walks in the Italian countryside, was 

indulging in too much metaphorical ice cream. 



* * *

In our home, although there was space, after the serious business was done, for 

the metaphorical ice cream—for poetry recitals and home-written plays—there really was 

no space for literal ice cream. Junk foods of all sorts, from the salty to the sugary, were 

off-limits, according to my Papa's preferences. Instead, we got our sugar fix from an 

always overflowing supply of fruit—our night-time snacks consisted of a big plate piled 

high with apples, pears, and bananas that my dad had sliced just so; summer wasn't 

summer without long, hot, prickly afternoons spent in the blackberry brambles in the 

woods behind our home, Papa and I staining our fingertips deep purple. 

Every once in a while, if my Mama did manage to sneak in a packaged or frozen 

sweet, an epic covert operation would begin. From the car to the kitchen, from the 

grocery bag to the freezer, the ice cream had to be moved secretly, quietly, so that my 

Papa didn't discover our plot. Although he was a gentle man, he was deeply stubborn, 

with a level of purity and devotion to his values that was unparalleled. If he did happen to 

catch us red-handed, with the telltale popsicle sticks jutting from our mouths, he did not 

raise his voice or grow red in the face. Instead, his anger was visible in the set of his eyes, 

the sarcasm with which he'd say, in his deep Russian voice, “and does that ice cream taste 

so very good?” Instantly, I would feel crushed for having disappointed him, would follow 

him as he retreated back to his home office space, pleading with him, “Papa, don't be 

upset, it was just one ice cream cone.”

* * *

Over the years, even as I found more autonomy in my exposure to ice cream, of 

both varieties—indulging in the study of the humanities and the consumption of Ben & 



Jerry's—my relationship with my father only deepened. We began to understand each 

other in more nuanced ways, to find flexibility where there had previously been rigidity, 

to find softness and connection. 

* * *

When, eight months ago, my father was diagnosed with glioblastoma, an 

aggressive brain cancer, he was put on a cocktail of drugs—pills of all shapes and sizes 

for this man who had literally never taken so much as a Tylenol in his life. Among the 

pills was Decadron, a steroid, which gave him a ravenous appetite. He would eat seven 

large bowls of soup in a row, an entire loaf of bread, a whole bag of almonds. And then, 

during one of my early visits home after his diagnosis, we were all at my brother's house, 

sharing a meal, trying to find joy in each other and solace in the incredible innocence of 

my nephews—who at three months and three years of course had no idea that their 

grandfather, their dedushka—was dying. At the end of the meal, the boys were given a 

treat, brownies from a baking mix, along with vanilla ice cream. My brother, out of some 

misplaced sense of hospitality, or perhaps irony, offered some of the ice cream to our 

father. Quietly, unexpectedly, he accepted, agreeing to share in his grandsons' dessert.

My Papa, thinner than ever, wearing a winter hat to cover the five-inch scar from 

his recent brain surgery, brought the spoon to his lips, tasting the cold sweetness.

As the ice cream melted in his mouth, Papa reached over and took my hand.


